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e shared a small bedroom for years, so when I think of my
brother I remember the comings and goings, the way he'd
slip into the house late at night, particularly those Sunday
nights in winter.
Just before midnight, I lay awake on the top bunk with the transistor radio in my ear. I loved the sound of static from distant cities,
the rock 'n' roll from Chicago and<Buffalo. I loved to listen in the dark.
The door opened, a faint light fell in from the hall, and my brother
came into the room wearing his coat and boots. He closed the door
and moved carefully through the darkness toward the lamp on his desk.
He waited for a moment, standing in the dark .
"You awake?" he whispered.
"Yeah."
Then he pushed the switch and the old desk appeared suddenly in
a fan of yellow light, his chair in front of it. Sitting down, leaning back,
he pulled off his boots quietly and shoved them under the desk. For
a minute he sat straight; I could see the melting snow on the collar
of his old corduroy coat. He turned his head and seemed to be peering
at me on the bed, beyond the glare of his lamp. "You listening to
the radio?"
"Yeah."
With his coat still on he turned back to his desk, squeaked the chair
in closer and opened a drawer. I could see him writing with a pen, a
red fountain pen an uncle had given him for high school graduation.
I could hear the fine point scratching over paper, line after line in the
watermarked notebook he'd warned me not to touch. For half an hour,
maybe longer, he wrote. The small radio was tucked into my pillow
so I could lie on my side, listening and watching my brother at his private
labors. The focused yellow beam of the gooseneck lamp made his desk
mysterious in the darkness, but I could stare at his back as he wrote,
as he paused to pull out greasy envelopes and reread secret letters or
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sharpen a pencil with his penknife . He rarely wrote with a pencil, but
every Sunday night, as a matter of ritual, he scraped a fine film of
graphite from the needle end and pushed the black powder across the
desk and into a matchbox. Then he put the letters away, folding them
carefully into their envelopes, and started writing again . The corduroy
coat had a special smell to it, a dark smoky smell, a permanent sawdustcigarette smell that made my mother wrinkle her nose whenever he
walked past her. "Stephen," she would say to him, scowling, " you
haven't started smoking, have you?" He'd put his worn cuff to his nose ,
inhale mightily, and shake his head, giving her a bored, bland look
for her concern . But in the night, on those Sunday nights, I waited
for the rich adventure of that smell. I knew it and waited for it like
a familiar song on the radio . It hinted at intrigues and wanderings my
parents never suspected : backwoods bars, or taverns in the city, or better yet, the dim apartment of some woman who pushed up the sleeves
of her sweater and sat back on the couch with her feet up under her
and offered my brother a cigarette as he walked through her door with
his hands stuffed deep into those dirty pockets.
"Is it snowing?" I asked him. He was still writing and didn't answer.
"Is it snowing?"
"What?" he said, looking over his shoulder.
"Still snowing? "
"No," he said . "I don't know." I didn't tell him that I'd seen it
on his collar.
When the writing was finished he carefully put the cap on his pen,
tucked it into one of the pigeonholes in the open-top desk, pushed
the notebook into a drawer and sat back in the chair with a sigh. He
sat with his eyes closed, then turned to look at me through the darkness.
"Mom and Dad in bed long?" he asked quietly.
' 'An hour, maybe more .''
He exhaled again and looked down, rubbing the back of his neck.
"Don't you ever sleep? You stay awake all night listening to that radio?"
"Don't that coat get hot after awhile?"
''No. It takes me a long time to get warm.'' But just the same he
stood and took it off, throwing it over a peg in the closet. "Pretty soon,"
he said, "you'll find out that the music never changes. It's the same
song over and over again . Know one and you know them all ."
"You know them all?"
"Just about," he said.
"Okay," I said, propping myself up on an elbow, "what's this one?"
My brother paused while unbuttoning his shirt and put his ear to
the little radio I held down. "That's the 'Bristol Stomp' by the
Dovells," he said . "Nineteen sixty-one ."
I was amazed . I figured the song was ancient .
In another minute the light was out and I heard him crawl into the
bottom bunk. This was Stephen's holy routine, the way it went every
Sunday night in winter.

H

e never said much to me, no more than he had to. And in
the morning he'd be up before dawn. In the cold vacant hour
before my father rose, Stephen was up and shivering around
in his jeans and floppy boot socks. I opened my eyes long enough to
glimpse him dressing in the lamplight. Two hours later, when I slid
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down from my bunk, I noticed that his bed was empty and unmade,
and I saw the dirty puddle where the snow had melted from his boots
during the night. An empty coffee cup sat on the edge of his desk.
He made his coffee in the kitchen, I guessed, then sipped it at his desk ,
maybe writing a little more or reading his letters again before he went
to work.
In those days he took care of a sick man up the hill, an ex-navy admiral who had a disabling muscle disease . In the morning Stephen
trudged up the hill, up the unplowed road in his square-toed boots,
bare hands socked deep into corduroy pockets where he probably
discovered a brittle piece of Blackjack gum or an empty pack of cigarettes
from the night before . I figure he did all of his best thinking in the
fifteen minutes it took him to walk the hill. The snow-covered road
and dark houses must have given him ideas; the faint pearl-blue smudge
of the street lamps against the snow-sky at dawn must have given him
something to think about. I tried to imagine what he said to himself
as he worked, lifting the sick man from the bed to the sofa, or feeding
him liquid breakfast through plastic straws . What went through his
mind when the admiral, who wasn't an old man, tried to speak in gasps
and grunts?
I hardly saw Stephen during the week. He worked till ten o'clock
each weekday morning. Then he would hustle back to the house, throw
his books into the car, an old rusted Ford , and drive thirty miles to
the city, where he took classes at the state university. He'd spend the
rest of the day there , studying at the library in the evening, arriving
home long after midnight when I was dead asleep . Sometimes he spent
the night with friends in the city and raced back in his car in the early
morning with barely enough time to change his shirt and begin again,
hunching up the hill in the dim light.
I heard my brother more than saw him, heard him stamping his feet
in the hall, heard him rushing out of the house and starting his car
in the driveway. But every Saturday afternoon he showed up for lunch.
Somehow he timed it so he slipped through the front door just as my
mother was dishing out the chili. He entered the kitchen quietly , shuffling across the tile floor in those same gray socks, arranging the old
corduroy coat on the back of his chair. My mother watched him eat.
She was sure he'd been up to no good all week, and I think it irked
her that he could time his arrivals to the service of his stomach.

B

ut as the good weather came on, things began to change . I heard
the change, as if the house itself had a familiar voice that had
shifted from conversational tones to secretive whispers and occasional exclamations of perplexity. The faces were the same, registering the same amusement, mild curiosity, and exhaustion . But one evening I overheard Stephen and my father arguing in the extra bedroom.
I heard him warn Stephen about the draft. None of us ever discussed
Vietnam with the family, but it was part of the summer; war news was
in the air. My friends talked about it sometimes. We all knew of older
neighborhood kids who had gone to fight . My father 's concern was probably more legal than patriotic. ''The law must be dealt with!'' he
shouted, as he leaned into Stephen's car on a soft June evening. Stephen
snapped the car into reverse and swung out of the driveway. But he
knew what my father was talking about.
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One weekend he didn't come home. On Sunday my father said,
"He'll call tonight." But he didn't call that night, nor the next. The
days passed routinely-except my parents, who weren't lively talkers
even in the best of times, grew quieter. I didn't read the first letter,
but I saw the empty white envelope with the government address on
it sticking out of the wastebasket.
"Is Stephen in trouble?" I asked my mother.
''I'm not sure," she said . But her eyes told the truth.
Maybe two weeks passed before the second letter came. I found it
in the mailbox, beneath my copy of Sports Illustrated, and right away
I noticed the Canadian stamp. It was addressed to my parents. My
mother opened it with a kitchen knife, read it at a glance, and immediately called my father at work. He came home for lunch that day
and sat over the sandwich on his plate with the letter, a page torn from
a notebook, spread between both hands.
"At least he has a place to live," he finally said, looking up at my
mother as she moved restlessly around the kitchen . ''He says he knows
a fella who can get him a job.''
"I don't see how that's possible," she said .
''He says here it is,' ' my father replied . ''He says he knows a fella .''
"We 'll see," she said .

0

n a warm Wednesday evening, later that month, the three
of us were sitting in the living room . My father was reading
the newspaper while my mother and I watched television, waiting for the local news to end .
"Listen!" my mother said, leaning forward in her chair. The
newscaster was reading a list of names. He said ''Stephen Paxton' ' and
then the name of our town .
"What did he say?" my father asked.
''Listen!''
The man on television explained that these young men were facing
charges for failing to report for induction into the armed forces. We
listened silently until the commercials came on .
"Well , that 's that," my father said, and he left the room .

F

ive days later Stephen stepped quietly into the house . It was early
afternoon, the hottest part of the day, and I had just come out
of the shower. I heard his voice and walked into the living room
with a big towel tied around my waist. My brother stood stiffly in the
entrance way, a splotchy growth of beard on his jaw, his old high school
duffel bag in hand. He wore a green suit jacket over a white shirt. My
mother stopped talking when I entered the room; they both looked
at me. Stephen smiled.
"Put some clothes on," my mother said. "You're dripping on the
rug."
When I came out Stephen was sitting on the couch, with his hands
folded on his knee . He looked uncomfortable .
"But your father wants to see you, " my mother said to him. "Certainly there are other buses you can take."
"It's not that I don't want to see him ," Stephen said. "But I have
to catch that 2:30 bus. It's important."
" You don 't understand," she said. "You don 't seem to realize how
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difficult this is for us-" She stopped without finishing and gave me
a look which let me know I wasn 't wanted . I went out to the kitchen
to get a soft drink from the refrigerator. Soon she was talking again.
I kept out of sight in the kitchen and listened . My brother had taken
a bus across the border and down into the city to see a girl. Then he
hitched thirty miles to our town . The next northbound bus was supposed to come through in half an hour, he. said, and he wanted to be
on it.
"What about the border?" my mother asked .
"They never ask names," he said . There was a pause . "Well," he
said , ''I'd better be going." I shuffled out of the kitchen and leaned
against the wall, sipping my can of soda. My mother stared at the floor .
" I should go," he said. He stood and straightened the jacket on his
shoulders .
' 'That coat must be awfully warm,'' my mother said . The suit jacket
was a woolen plaid my father had given Stephen a year ago. I'd never
seen it on him before .
"It's okay," he said .
"At least leave your father a note."
"All right," he said, taking the red fountain pen from his breast
pocket. A scrap of paper was produced from a different pocket and he
scrawled noisily . Then, in a distracted and already distant voice, he said
goodbye , hefted his duffel bag, and stepped out of the house .
As soon as he was gone my mother went to her bedroom and closed
the door.
"Aren' t you going to call Dad?" I yelled after her. "Do you want
me to call him ?" But there wasn't a sound from behind the door.
I stretched out on the floor and turned on the hi-fi . The music was
summery and carefree , full of white surf, hot sun, and long sandy
beaches crowded with teenagers who were sure that summer lasted
forever. I was on the floor listening to that summer dream, when I heard
someone rattle the brass knocker on the front door. I opened it and
leaned out. The man was wearing a navy blue summer suit and a bluestriped tie and leather shoes that shone like black Cadillacs. I thought
he was a salesman, or someone from my high school.
"Hello," I said . "Can I help you?"
''I'm looking for Mr. Paxton ," he said. He was tall, really tall, and
when he spoke he tilted his slightly balding head toward me.
" He's at work."
" Stephen Paxton?"
"Oh," I said , and a feeling started in my stomach. "He's not here."
''Is Mrs. Paxton in? ' ' he asked, so close that I could smell his cologne.
"She's sleeping, I think."
" Could I bother her for a moment? "
"I guess," I said . "Come on in." As I moved away from the door
I almost stepped into my mother. She was standing behind me and
looking at the man. "Mom," I said . "Somebody's here to see you."
She asked him to have a seat . He lowered himself into the couch
and she sat down across from him in the swivel chair.
"It's hot today," the man said, bringing out a white handkerchief
and mopping his forehead . "It's a hot day to be driving around ."
" We have to expect it," my mother said.
"That's right," the man said . "It's that time of year."
Published by SURFACE, 2013
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I turned off the radio and went back to the kitchen . The man spoke
in a low voice . He asked my mother if Stephen was in the house . Then
he told her who he was, and I heard him say FBI. I guess he showed
her a card or a badge , because I couldn't hear anything for a minute .
Abruptly they began speaking, so quietly I could hardly hear them .
My mother asked questions . At one point she asked the man if he
wanted a cold drink . He s4id yes, thank you, and she came out to the
kitchen. The look on my mother's face was both blank and intense .
She seemed to concentrate very hard upon cracking the ice cubes out
of their mold. Neither of us spoke. She went back to the living room
with the glass full of iced tea. I heard the ice rattle once, twice, and
then my mother's voice, rising so suddenly, so clearly, that I jumped.
"You're saying you came here to arrest him? Right now?" I held
my breath to hear, but the man answered in a low monotone . "Well,
he's not here," she said. "We haven't seen him ." She stopped talking as I walked into the room and stood beside the swivel chair. The
man was leaning forward on the couch , watching my mother.
"Where is your son now?" he asked.
"He's not here ," she said. "He was here , not so long ago . But not
anymore . I don't know where he is." She folded her arms and stared
at the black gloss of the man's shoes .
He understood that she'd finished . He thanked her for the drink
and stood up. The screen door slammed behind him. Neither of us
moved, but we listened to the fading scuff of his heels on the cement
walk. When we heard the car start my mother looked at me.
''I'm so stupid," she said in a voice I hadn't heard before. "I had
no idea why he was here. Then he told me someone in town had
telephoned and reported Stephen . Someone said they'd seen him.
Thank God he took that bus."
Then I remembered something, something that should have occurred
to me earlier.
"Where are you going?" my mother asked.
I told her I wanted to take a walk, but when I was out of the house
I started to run . I ran across the neighbor's lawn, over his rose beds,
trampling the red petals and scratching my ankles on thorny stems . I
ran through the yards, plunged through a hedge and came out on the
paved footpath. In minutes I was on Main Street, and Corky's Place
was m vtew .
Corky's was the only diner in town. In fact , for six miles in either
direction it was the only eating spot on the highway, which became
Main Street as it ran through town . Corky's was a watering hole for
truck drivers and state cops, and once every day the Shortline bus going north pulled in . The bus was scheduled to stop there at 2:30 , but
I knew that if you really wanted to ride it you had to be at Corky's
at least forty minutes before the official time and willing to wait as long
as two hours after.
When I walked into Corky's I was short of breath and sweating, and
I had to look twice before I saw my brother sitting alone at a booth .
He was smoking a cigarette, hunched over a coffee cup and a glass of
ice water. His eyebrows went up when he saw me bearing down on him .
"Stephen," I said. "I got to talk to you ."
"Sit down, " he said. His face was chalky, his lips compressed into
a hard line over the cigarette, and he was still wearing the heavy wool

https://surface.syr.edu/suscholar/vol4/iss1/9

6

Nussey: Listening

LISTENING-79

jacket. As I sat down across from him the words I wanted to say seemed
to stick in my throat; I felt dizzy.
"You want coffee?" he said. "You drink coffee?"
"Okay," I said. He signaled the waitress and ordered for me .
"Anything else, gentlemen?" she asked pleasantly. She was thin and
looked a little older than my brother, but her eyes were quick and bright.
The way she said "gentlemen," the sound of her voice and the way
it seemed to move toward Stephen, gave me a strange proud feeling.
"Maybe I'll have a refill," he said . While the waitress took the cups
to the counter he leaned over the table . "I used to go out with her,"
he said.
My head was clear now. I realized that Stephen and I had never been
alone together outside of our house . I looked at the waitress.
"Who is she?"
"Her name is Glenda Stekl. Her father raises hounds, blue ticks.
Man, he hated me .'' Stephen was watching me while he spoke. I didn't
want to break in; his talk was something I wanted to know and savor.
It seemed he'd never talked to me before. When Glenda Stekl came
back with the coffee he stopped mid-sentence and gave her a curt nod.
He took a deep swallow from the chipped cup and lit another cigarette.
"Stephen," I said . "A guy came to the house. Right after you left.
I think he was from the FBI.''
He squinted and let the smoke slide through his nostrils. ' 'What did
he want?" he asked quietly . He twisted the ashtray around and around
with one hand .
''He said he wanted you .''
Stephen tugged at his collar. His eyes followed Glenda Stekl as she
moved around the tables. "How's Mom?" he asked.
"She 's okay. She didn't say anything."
"Want another coffee?" he said, and for the first time I saw that
he was tired . His eyes looked out of his face as if I was far away, as
if he was seeing me from a great distance.
"That guy might still be in town," I said. "He might be looking
for you.'' Stephen closed his eyes and exhaled the long, dry sigh I used
to hear in the dark of our room.
"I have to wait for that bus ," he said. "You come here often?"
"Here? Naw. Sometimes, when school's on, we'll stop in after a
game . Not often ."
Some kids I recognized played a record on the jukebox.
"You know that song?" Stephen asked me as the machine thudded
away in the corner. "Five years ago, when I was a little older than you
are now, I hung out here all the time. Dad told me it was out of bounds,
afraid I'd just waste time, I guess. But I'd sneak down here every chance
I got. Me and Harold Toombs would sit right here, at this very table,
and play all the songs on the juke. You remember Toombs, don't you?
He was on TV once: Somehow he got on 'American Bandstand' when
we were in high school. ''
"Was Toombs the tall guy with sideburns?"
"Yeah, that was him . He knew his music. All kinds of music.
Couple of years back he and I took the bus to New York and went down
to the Village to hear Phil Ochs. ''
"Who's that?"
"A singer. See, you don't know him or his music , but it's all the
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same . I used to play one kind of music on that juke over there. Now
it plays something else, but it's still the same thing . When you get
older and go someplace where there isn't any music, you'll see what
I mean."
I began to understand that Stephen had places I knew nothing about.
I realized that even my late-night imagination had not done him justice.
"That bus," I said. "It's late . It's at least fifteen minutes late."
" Don't worry," he said. He swigged his coffee and smiled , as if it
had suddenly occurred to him that he was spending all these words on
his teenaged brother. "Gotta hit the can," he said . "Be right back."
I was looking through the window, thinking about the music and
what my brother had said, when I saw the man in the blue suit get
out of a car in front of the diner, on the other side of the street. He
took off his jacket, tossed it over the front seat and then locked the
door. I watched him walk across the street and up the steps . The diner's
door swung open; the man came in and took a stool at the counter.
He hadn 't looked around and he hadn't seen me .
While the waitress took his order I got up and went over to the
jukebox. I leaned against the machine and scanned the selections
without recognizing what I saw. Then Stephen came out of the men's
room and made his way to where I stood .
" Anything good on this monster?" he said .
''The man in the blue suit,' ' I said, as quietly as I could .
"The what?"
"The man with the tie, at the counter. That's him."
Stephen didn't answer. He sauntered back to the booth, sat down,
and reached into his coat pocket for the cigarette pack. I shoved a quarter
into the jukebox and pushed a few buttons. The insides jerked and
shuddered, and the music started again, some horrible show tune. I
studied the titles intently, as if they contained secret messages . I was
thinking that the music would hide me somehow. The sweat ran down
my chest and the sound boomed . Then I turned and walked as calmly
as I could out of the restaurant. I tried not to look at Stephen but I
saw everything: the waitresses were motionless behind the cash register,
staring at the customers . My brother was leaning back with an elbow
against the window sill , gazing out at the street. At the counter, the
man contemplated his ice cream. The only thing that moved was the
thin gray vein of smoke spiraling toward the ceiling from the cigarette
in my brother's fingers .
When I got outside I seemed to wake up. I walked down the street,
past the wide lawns and scattered storefronts, and didn't stop until I
reached the big parking lot by the bowling lanes. Breathing hard , as
if I couldn't get what I needed from the air, I crouched behind a station wagon and peered through the wide windows at the diner down
the road. Twenty minutes must have passed; three women getting into
their car gave me suspicious glances, but neither Stephen or the man
came out of Corky's. Then I heard the bus shift gears as it pulled into
town. I ran to the edge of the parking lot and watched. The bus, gleaming in the sun, eased over to the side of the street and chugged to a
halt in front of the diner. The driver stepped out and went inside. I
walked toward Corky's. The pit of my stomach was cold, like there was
an ice cube down there that would not melt. I walked closer.
When I was no more than thirty yards away, Stephen came out.
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Without looking at me, without hurrying, he flicked his cigarette to
the heat-shimmering street and climbed into the bus with his duffel
bag. No one else got on. In a minute the driver hurried out and climbed
into his bus. The doors popped shut and a great sigh of air brakes
escaped as it pulled away and began to roll down the straight stretch
of highway Main Street.
I was still standing there, looking after the bus, when the man came
out of Corky's. His sleeves were rolled , the tie was loosened and his
shirt open at the neck. If he saw me , he didn't let on. As he crossed
to this car he stepped right over the patch of asphalt where Stephen
had flipped his cigarette. He unlocked his car and settled himself behind
the wheel. When his car gunned past me, heading south, I gulped the
warm air and started for home .

T

hat night , in my room, I sprawled on the lower bunk and listened
in the darkness. It sifted through the window screens carrying the
sounds of a radio blaring in the distance. The radio was poorly
tuned, and all I could hear was the garbled static, the fading half voices
and scraps of song trying to push through . For a minute, a station
seemed to connect, and the sound was clear and true. Then the contact
faded again , the sound died away completely and the darkness flooded
in . But I stayed awake, listening, waiting for the music to come back.
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